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Second Reaction: Think, Feel, and Protect the Environment
Cousteau, Philippe, and Deborah Hopkinson. Follow the Moon Home.
Illustrated by Meilo So. Chronicle, 2016.
Rong Zhang

Follow the Moon Home, by Philippe Cousteau and Deborah Hopkins, and illustrated by Meilo
So is a non-fiction picture book, appropriate for 3rd and 4th graders, about a teacher and his
class who take on a campaign of saving loggerhead turtles. The authors not only introduce
scientific knowledge about the hatching season of turtles, but also encourage young readers
to become activists and solve problems in everyday life. In this essay, I respond to the book by
thinking through challenges that the story presents to young readers and how teachers may
make effective use of them in their classrooms.
As I read this book, I noticed several places where the authors invite specific kinds of
meaning-making activities. Making predictions is the first main challenge for readers. The cover
of the book gives readers a clue about "who" is following the moon home and where the story
occurs. With a group of turtles heading towards the sea, students could easily hypothesize
that the story is about turtles near an ocean. With this prediction in mind, students may further make connections to their personal experiences of playing at a beach, such as the sound
of waves and the feeling of stepping on sand. When students are recalling these delightful
memories, teachers might ask them how they would feel if the beach and sea were polluted or
interrupted by humans and what they might do about it. Students may come up with action
based ideas to protect the ocean, such as cleaning up litter or not disturbing animals. This use
of imagination would set the tone for preparing students to engage with the rest of the story.
At the very beginning of the story, students will notice that the teacher (Mr. J) is introducing five steps of action. The structure of this story corresponds to these steps sequentially:
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identify, plan, take action, tell the story, and reflect. When reading Follow the Moon Home with
students, teachers could write down these steps on a chart on a whiteboard or create graphic
organizers for students to map what the characters in the story did in each step. In this way,
students can not only review the content of this story but also learn the five steps of being
an activist. This can also inspire students to develop an after-reading task: to find a problem
on their own and follow the steps to become an activist. Later in the story, the authors draw
readers into the students’ excitement about the campaign’s success, providing teachers with
another opportunity to encourage environmental activism in their students. The authors’ notes
provide an opportunity to further support readers to act on their own.
As alluded to earlier, making connections to their own experiences is an important
meaning-making activity and one which Follow the Moon Home regularly invites, particularly
through the role of the protagonist Vivienne. Vivienne is a newcomer in the neighborhood,
experiencing the simultaneous isolation and excitement of being in a new place. Teachers
could ask students to recall their experiences of being newcomers, such as starting at a new
school or moving to a new apartment. Students may connect to Vivienne's feeling of entering
a new environment. She feels both excited and lonely, which may increase their comprehension of the story.
In addition, So creates literal and aesthetic qualities in the images that both invite and
challenge readers. The story takes place in a neighborhood by the sea, which So renders in
soft lines and light watercolors, depicting a joyful and harmonious environment inviting readers into this seaside world (Sipe 18). Then when the authors begin to describe the process of
the campaign, instead of illustrating all details, they only show representative objects such as
maps and tapes. This challenges readers to imagine the full process of the campaign: what the
charcaters’ created to help them with the campaign and what they did with those objects. For
example, there is a plate of turtle-shaped doughs and utensils in the middle page spread of
the book, but nobody is baking there. Readers may imagine a scene where the characters are
shown baking muffins and then selling them to get funds. As the author only provides "visual
cues," readers need to recognize hidden and implied plots behind those representations with
narrative imagination. (Crawford and Hade 73; Paris and Paris 40).
Perhaps even more importantly, readers are also challenged to understand how characters
think and feel in the story (Lysaker et al 526). The book did not directly tell about how Vivienne
and her friends feel when they meet people during the campaign and how people respond to
them. In the middle of the book, Vivienne and her friend Clementine send flyers to each house
located at the beach to encourage people to turn off their lights during hatching season. They
both have looks of expectations, but the neighbor's face is not shown on the page, leaving
readers to wonder about it. Is the neighbor annoyed because of being disturbed or happy
because they can be involved in this activity? And how does Vivienne feel? These questions
can all be “answered” through readers’ social imagination to understand unsaid feelings and

18

Think, Feel, and Protect the Environment

Rong Zhang

to give a reasonable explanation for the missing information. In this way, the authors invite
readers to interact with the characters and feel what characters are feeling and thinking about
in the story. (Serafini 25)
Cousteau, Hopkins, and So also invite readers to develop a sense of ecological empathy
as they follow Vivienne’s emotional responses to the turtles. When Vivienne first sees a baby
turtle going in the wrong way her face looks worried. Teachers could lead students to think
about why Vivienne is worried. Is she only worrying about a single turtle? Is she also imagining the fate of all the turtles and what is happening to them? Cousteau, Hopkins, and So
offer many invitations to “feel with” the turtles and have empathy for their struggle within the
human environment.
Drawing on several key meaning-making activities central to understanding the story, Follow the Moon Home provides a high interest space for young readers to develop their abilities.
Furthermore, Follow the Moon Home is a captivating picture book promoting young readers'
awareness of protecting the environment and calling on them to change the world around
them. The authors make it clear that protecting the environment does not only require students to be equipped with scientific knowledge, but to also have a sense of empathy for the
environment and to put that empathy to work as organized activists.
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